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Introduction
The UK population is growing in size and becoming increasingly older. As the larger cohorts born in the 1960s baby boom reach SPA (State Pension Age) over the next 15 to 20 years and are replaced by smaller cohorts born afterwards, the population will continue to age. This shift towards an older population will continue to affect the size and composition of the labour force, as the number of people in the age group 16 to 49 is projected to decrease and the number of people aged between 50 and SPA is projected to increase.
In 2007 for the first time ever the percentage of the population aged under 16 dropped below the percentage of people of SPA. 1 While awareness of population ageing is not new, more recently, there is increasing interest in whether people are extending their working lives in response to increased years in good health and fears of pension inadequacy. The latest National Statistician's article published in winter 2008 focused in detail on demographic and other characteristics of the older population in the UK. 2 A summary of the population 1982-2032 is shown in Table 1 . In the UK in 2007 there were 28.7 million people aged 16 to 49 (47 per cent of the total population) and about 11 million people aged 50 to 64 (18 per cent of the total population). The 2006-based national population projections 3 indicate that by 2032 there will be an increase of about 1 million people in the 50 to 64 age group, an increase of about 1.5 million people aged between 65 and 69 and an increase of 1.3 million people in the age group 16 to 49 years. Over the next few decades, it is projected that the old age support ratio (number of people of working age to the number of people of SPA and over) will fall from 3.2 in 2008 to 2.9 in 2032. 4 
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The most significant demographic trend affecting the size and composition of the labour force over the next 25 years will be the decrease in the number of people in the age group 16 to 49 and an increase in the number of people aged between 50 and 64. Increasing the participation of adults of older ages in the paid labour market is a central policy issue. There has been an increase in employment rates of women and men aged 50 to State Pension Age (SPA) in the UK since the early 1990s. However, there are differences in the economic activity status of adults of older ages across UK countries and by demographic and socio-economic characteristics, household circumstances and caring commitments.
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Older workers in the UK: variations in economic activity status by socio-demographic characteristics, household and caring commitments
Increasing the participation of older adults in the paid labour market is a central policy issue. It is one of the performance indicators set out in the UK Government's Public Service Agreement (PSA 17) to tackle poverty and promote greater independence and wellbeing in later life. 5 The drivers of employment at older ages are complex. A number of factors can affect the older work force: accumulated wealth, health conditions, family circumstances, caring commitments, state and private pension arrangements, as well as opportunities and incentives to remain at work. Information on the factors that influence decisions of whether or not to work in the periods before and after reaching SPA and how people make their transitions in work towards retirement after the age of 50, are of importance for future policies on employment, unemployment and inactivity at older ages.
This article presents an overview of the trends in the economic activity status at older ages (50 to 69) in the UK in the last 12 years. Using data from the Office for National Statistics Labour Force Survey (LFS) 6 and Annual Population Survey (APS) 7 and from the English Longitudinal Study of Ageing (ELSA), 8 analysis is presented on the economic activity status at older ages by demographic and socio-economic characteristics, household circumstances and caring commitments.
Economic activity status at older ages Economic activity status in the UK
Extending working lives, encouraging people to delay retirement and increase employment rates among people in older ages are important government policies. 9 There has been an increase in the employment rate of women and men aged 50 to SPA from 1992 to 2008. 10 Figures 1 and 2 show the percentage of women and men aged 50 to SPA by economic status in the UK for the period between 1996 and 2008. Annex A presents information on data sources and definitions used. An increase in employment rate among women aged 50 to SPA was seen together with a decrease in the percentage of women of this age group who were economically inactive to look after family, from 12 per cent in 1996 to 8 per cent in 2008. A small decrease in the percentage of women economically inactive due to sickness or disability was also seen in the period. Among men aged 50 to SPA the increase in employment rate was seen together with a decrease in the percentage of men of this age group who were economically inactive due to sickness or disability from 17 per cent to 12 per cent.
Despite the overall increase in employment rates of women and men aged 50 to SPA the economic activity status at older ages varies between the UK countries and by demographic, socio-economic, household circumstances and caring commitments. The next sections present analysis of these differences.
Economic activity status at older ages in the UK countries
The percentage of women and men aged 50 to SPA in employment has increased over the last 12 years in all UK countries. However, in Wales and Northern Ireland, the percentages of people in this age group in employment were still smaller than in England and Scotland. The percentage of women aged 50 to SPA who were economically inactive looking after family has decreased over the last 12 years in all countries but still remained higher in Northern Ireland (14 per cent) than in the other UK countries (about 7 per cent) in 2008 (Figure 3) . Over the same period, the percentage of men aged 50 to SPA who were economically inactive due to sickness or disability decreased in all UK countries. However, the percentage of men in this age group who were economically inactive due to sickness or disability in 2008 remained 11 is explained in Box one.
Higher percentages of men aged 50 to SPA who were in intermediate occupations were employed, compared to men of the same age group in managerial or professional occupations and in manual and routine occupations. Women and men aged 50 to SPA who were in routine and manual occupations were more likely to be economically inactive compared with people in the other socio-economic occupations ( Figure 5 ).
Highest qualification held
There has been an overall improvement in the qualification level held by women and men aged 50 to SPA in the UK over the last 12 years. This is a cohort effect. Younger cohorts were more likely to have acquired formal qualifications while at school. The greatest changes were the Between 1996 and 2008 the percentage of women aged 50 to SPA who had a degree or A level, GCSE or other qualification and who were employed, increased, and the percentage economically inactive due to sickness or disability or looking after family, decreased. Over this period the percentage of women of the same age with no formal qualification in employment decreased slightly and the percentage economically inactive due to sickness or disability increased (Figure 6 ).
Over the same period the increase in the percentage of men with formal qualification in employment was not as large as those observed for women. Among men of this age with no formal qualification the percentages in employment and economically inactive remained the same (Figure 7) .
Marital status
In the UK in 2007, 6 per cent of women aged 50 to 69 were single (never married), 68 per cent were married or in a civil partnership and living with their husband or partner, 18 per cent were married or in a civil partnership but separated (from their husband or partner), divorced or had a former civil partnership legally dissolved, and 9 per cent were widowed or had a deceased civil partner. The respective percentages for men of the same age group were 9 per cent, 72 per cent, 11 per cent and 8 per cent.
Men aged 50 to SPA who were married or in civil partnership, living with wife or partner were more likely to be employed and less likely to be economically inactive due to sickness or disability than men in any other marital or civil partnership status. Women and men aged 50 to SPA widowed or who had a deceased partner were less likely to be in employment than women or men of the same age in any other marital or civil partnership status (Figure 8 ). The mean age of men aged between 50 and SPA who were widowed (59 years) was higher than that of men of other marital status groups (56 for single and 57 for married or separated/divorced).
Women of SPA to age 69 who were married or in a civil partnership but separated from a husband or partner or who were divorced or had a former civil partnership legally dissolved were more likely to be employed and less likely to be retired than women with any other marital or civil partnership status. Men of SPA to age 69 who were married or in civil partnership but separated (from wife or partner) or were divorced or had a former civil partnership legally dissolved were more likely to be For the analysis, NS-SEC categories were combined into three groups: managerial and professional occupations (categories 1 and 2), intermediate occupations (categories 3, 4 and 5), routine and manual occupations (categories 6 and 7). In this analysis, 17 per cent of women and 12 per cent of men in age group 50 to SPA had not been assigned to an NS-SEC category. These were proportionally distributed into the three groups used in the analysis.
economically inactive due to sickness or disability than men of the same age group in any other marital or civil partnership status ( Figure 9 ).
Previous analysis found that people aged 50 and over living with a working partner were more likely to delay their retirement. 13 The analysis shown here found that men of SPA to age 69 who were married or in civil partnership and living with wife or partner were more likely to be still in employment. However, this analysis has also shown that among women of SPA to age 69, the employment rate was higher for those who were married or in civil partnership but separated (from husband or partner), divorced or had a former civil partnership dissolved, compared with women of the same age group in any other marital status.
Household circumstances

Household tenure
Wealth is the accumulated sum of past borrowing or saving and it provides information on an individual's past circumstances. It includes state and private pensions, financial (for example savings), physical (for example land, business) and housing wealth. At older ages, accumulated wealth is an important factor that influences the decision of whether to delay or take an early retirement. For many people housing wealth represents the largest component of their wealth portfolio. In this analysis, household tenure is used as a proxy for housing wealth.
In the UK in 2007 men aged 50 to SPA were the household reference person (HRP) of about 4.3 million households (Box two provides an explanation for the term HRP). Women of the same age group were the HRP of about 1.5 million households. Slightly more than a third of women aged 50 to SPA who were the HRP owned their accommodation outright, about 40 per cent were buying with a mortgage or loan and about a quarter lived in a part-rent, part-mortgage or rented accommodation. For men of this age and who were the HRP these percentages were 40 per cent, 42 per cent and 18 per cent, respectively. In the same year in the UK, men of SPA to age 69 were the HRP of about 1.1 million households and women of the same age group were the HRP of about the same number of households. Of men aged SPA to age 69 who were the HRP, 70 per cent owned their accommodation outright and 58 per cent of women of the same age group who were the HRP did so. It has to be considered that women aged 50 to 69 who were the HRP were more likely to be separated or divorced than men of the same age.
About 90 per cent of women and men aged 50 to SPA who were the HRP and were buying their house with a mortgage or loan were in employment. Higher percentages of women and men who were the HRP in this age group and who were living in a part-rented, part-mortgage or rented accommodation were economically inactive due to sickness or disability (Figure 10 ).
In the SPA to age 69 age group, 40 per cent of men and 53 per cent of women who were HRPs and were buying a house with a mortgage or loan were in employment (Figure 11) .
Household with dependent children
In the UK in 2007, about 70 per cent of women and men aged 50 to SPA who were living in households with no dependent children were in employment. About 85 per cent of men aged 50 to SPA who were living in households with one or more dependent children were in employment (Figure 12) . Men aged 50 to SPA who were living in households with one or more dependent children were on average three years younger (mean age 54 years) than men who were living in households with no dependent children.
Caring commitments
As the population ages, it is anticipated that the majority of long-term care will continue to be provided as unpaid informal care from a family member. Care by spouses will be increasingly important in the future given the declines in the old age support ratio, declines in parent-child co-residence, improvements in male life expectancy and the increasing participation of women in the labour force. 
Box two
Household reference person (HRP)
From 2001-02, the concept of household reference person (HRP) was adopted on all government-sponsored surveys, in place of head of household.
The household reference person is a householder, who is the household member that: owns the accommodation, or, is legally responsible for the rent, or occupies the accommodation as reward for their employment, or occupies the accommodation through some relationship to its owner (who is not a member of the household).
If there are joint householders, the one with the highest income is the household reference person. If their income is the same, then the eldest one is the household reference person. 14 This section presents an analysis of caring commitments and economic activity status among women and men aged 50 to SPA and SPA and over in England in 2005/06. Annex B contains information about data sources and definitions used in the analysis. Data from ELSA have been used as they provide information on caring when it is not the primary economic activity status. A thorough comparison of economic activity status using the LFS and ELSA was carried out to ensure comparability between data sources. Annex C presents the LFS and ELSA estimates of employment, unemployment and economic inactivity rates, standard errors and 95 per cent confidence intervals for age groups 50 to SPA and SPA and over.
In England in 2007 there were about 3.1 million women and 4.5 million men aged 50 to SPA and 6.1 million women and 3.5 million men of SPA and over. In 2005/06 about 17 per cent of women aged 50 to SPA and 10 per cent of women aged SPA and over had looked after someone in the previous week. The percentage of men who had cared for someone in the last week (8 per cent) was the same in both age groups (Figure 13) .
About a quarter of women and men aged 50 to SPA who had looked after someone in the previous week had provided care for 35 hours or more. The percentage of women and men who had looked after someone for 35 hours or more in the previous week increased for those over SPA to about 40 per cent.
Caring commitments affect labour market participation at older ages. From April 2007 the Government introduced an extension of the right to request flexible working to those who provide care for adults. The right Figure 14 presents the percentage of women and men aged 50 to SPA by economic activity status and caring commitments by the number of hours spent looking after someone in the past week. About half of women and less than a third of men aged 50 to SPA who had provided care for someone for 35 hours or more in the previous week were economically active. About three quarters of women and men of this age who did not have caring commitments were economically active. Participation in the labour force was slightly higher among women than men who had provided care for someone for less than 35 hours in the previous week.
Conclusions and looking to the future
The increase in employment rates of adults of older ages in the UK over the past 12 years coincides with the period of economic growth seen since the early 1990s. Despite the recent economic downturn, the employment rate of adults of older ages has remained stable up to the first quarter of 2009. However, the impact of the recession may vary between different sub-groups of older workers. Opportunities to work are likely to decrease but may also vary among sub-groups. Individuals may need to extend their working lives as pension funds returns and housing wealth fall. The overall effect on employment among adults of older ages is still uncertain.
Despite the overall increase in employment rates of adults of older ages in the UK in the last 12 years, differences between countries remain. The percentage of women aged 50 to SPA who were economically inactive to look after family is still higher in Northern Ireland. Economic inactivity due to sickness or disability remains higher among men in Wales and Northern Ireland.
The drivers of employment at older ages are complex and people's decisions to extend their working lives are affected by factors such as health, pension and accumulated wealth and, although less often investigated, by earlier life events such as age of entry into the labour market, working-life history and family formation. 16, 17, 18, 19 The analysis of demographic and socio-economic characteristics, household circumstances and caring commitments confirms previous evidence that these factors are important for the economic activity status of older workers.
Research and statistics play a central role in providing information for policy makers in explaining the drivers of extending working life. At a recent seminar held by ONS 20 , delegates identified older workers and retirement as an area of interest and were keen to see ONS research on 'motivations to stay in work' including exploring non-monetary benefits to working at older ages and examining barriers to employment at older ages. ONS is developing work to further investigate the drivers of change in economic activity status of adults of older ages using longitudinal data 
Percentage
Women Men * Age 50 to SPA for women refers to age 50-59; for men refers to age 50-64; SPA and over: for women refers to age 60 and over; for men refers to age 65 and over Source: ELSA 2005/6, non-weighted data Definitions:
Economic activity
Economic activity is defined as the sum of people who are in employment and unemployment, using the International Labour Organization (ILO) definition. The opposite of economic activity is economic inactivity, which refers to those people who are not in employment and are either not looking for work or are not available to start. The sum of the economically active and the economically inactive makes up the entire population. Rates of employment, unemployment, economic activity and inactivity can be presented for any population group and are the percentage of that group who have that particular labour market status. The rates used in the analysis shown in this article are based on population aged 50 to SPA (currently 60 for women and 65 for men) and population of SPA to age 69.
Employment
The LFS definition of employment is consistent with the International Labour Organisation (ILO) definition, that is, anyone (aged 16 and over) who does at least one hour's paid work in the week prior to their LFS interview, or has a job that they are temporarily away from (for example on holiday). Also included are people who do unpaid work in a family business and people on government-supported employment training schemes. The employment rate is the number of people in employment as a percentage of the relevant population. For more information see: www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Product.asp?vlnk=2055
Unemployment
The definition of unemployment used by the LFS is in accordance with that adopted by the 13th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS), further clarified at the 14th ICLS, and promulgated by the ILO in its publications. Unemployment refers to people without a job who were available to start work in the two weeks following their LFS interview and who had either looked for work in the four weeks prior to interview or were waiting to start a job they had already obtained. Unemployment rate is calculated as the number of economically active people who are unemployed as a percentage of the economically active relevant population (employed plus unemployed). More information is available at: www.statistics.gov.uk/statbase/Product.asp?vlnk=2054
Economic inactivity
The LFS definition of inactivity refers to people who are neither in employment nor unemployed. This includes those who want a job but have not been seeking work in the last four weeks, those who want a job and are seeking work but are not available to start work, and those who do not want a job. In the LFS, economic inactivity rate is given by the number of economically inactive people as a percentage of the relevant population.
The LFS collects information on a number of reasons of economic inactivity. For the analysis shown in this article, four economic inactivity reasons were considered: retired, sickness/disability, looking after family and all other reasons.
The LFS categorises all economically inactive people over 69 years of age as retired. 
Key findings
there was an increase in employment rates of adults of older ages in the UK in the last 12 years; despite this overall increase, differences between countries remain the economic activity status of adults of older ages varies by socioeconomic status, highest qualification held, marital status, household circumstances and caring commitments people aged 50 to SPA who were in managerial, professional or intermediate occupations and who had a degree or equivalent or higher education were more likely to be in employment married men aged 50 to SPA and SPA to age 69 living with a wife were more likely to be employed and less likely to be economically inactive due to sickness or disability; women of SPA to age 69 who were separated or divorced were more likely to be in employment higher employment rates were seen among those aged 50 to SPA and SPA to age 69 who were the HRP and were buying their house with a mortgage or loan higher employment rates were seen among men aged 50 to SPA who were living in households with one or more dependent children caring commitments affect labour market participation at older ages. Those who had provided care for someone for 35 hours or more in the previous week were less likely to be economically active than people who cared for less hours or who did not have caring commitments 
Carers
In ELSA, carers are self-defined; that is, respondents describe themselves as 'looking after someone' in the past week. This includes looking after a spouse or partner, parents, parents in law, children, grandchildren, friends or neighbours. Respondents are routed to this question only if they answered in a previous question that they had cared for someone in the previous month. For the analysis people with no caring commitments refer to those who had not cared for someone in the last month.
Economic activity Employment
A set of questions in ELSA was used to derive a variable using the best approximation of the LFS definition of employment. The variable was derived to estimate the number of people who were in full or part time 'employment' or 'self-employment'. It used information from several questions asked in the ELSA work and pensions module. These questions are:
(1) the multiple response question which asks interviewees to identify activities carried out during the last month (paid work; selfemployed; voluntary work; care for a sick/disabled adult; look after home/family; attended a formal education/training course; otherspecify) (2) the ELSA derived variable, which prioritises the work variables in the multiple response question (above) to create a single code (3) the ELSA derived variable, which categorises those who are at work as 'employed' or 'self-employed' (4) the questions that ask the number of hours usually worked per week -the question asked to employees, and the question asked to self-employed people
Unemployment
Unemployment rate was calculated using answers to the question in the work and pensions module, which asks interviewees to choose a category that best describes their current situation. The number of unemployed people was given by those who reported themselves as unemployed. The work and pensions module also contains a question that asks respondents about reasons for not being in paid work during the last month. There are four categories to this question:
(1) temporarily away from paid work (2) looking for paid work in the last month (3) waiting to take up paid work already accepted (4) none of these No information is collected if respondents were available to start work in the two weeks following their interview. A few respondents who reported themselves as 'unemployed' answered (4) 'none of these', when asked about the reasons for not being in paid work. These respondents, as well as those who responded with (2) 'looking for paid work in the last month' or (3) 'waiting to take up paid work already accepted', were included in the estimates of unemployment rates. The unemployment rate was calculated as the number of people who reported themselves as unemployed, as a percentage of the economically active relevant population (that is, people who are employed and those who reported themselves as unemployed).
Economic inactivity
Economic inactivity rate was calculated using answers to the question in the work and pensions module, which asks interviewees to choose a category that best describes their current situation. The number of economically inactive people was calculated as the sum of those who self-reported themselves as retired, permanently sick/disabled, looking after home/family or semi-retired. People who reported themselves in these categories, but had also been categorised as 'employed' or 'self-employed' by the derived variable for employment, were considered as employed and excluded from the calculation of economic inactivity rates. The work and pensions module also contains a question that asks people about reasons for not being in paid work during the last month.
No information is collected if respondents:
(1) want a job but have not been seeking work in the last four weeks (2) want a job and are seeking work but are not available to start work (3) do not want a job A few respondents who self-reported themselves in one of the 'inactivity' categories also answered that they were looking for paid work. As the numbers were very small they were not excluded from the estimates of economic inactivity. The economic inactivity rate was calculated as the number of people who reported themselves as retired, permanently sick/disabled, looking after home/family or semi-retired as a percentage of the relevant population.
Information on comparisons of LFS and ELSA estimates of employment, unemployment and economic inactivity rates at older ages is included in Annex C. 
